The simplest kind of contagion is that where a disease is communicable in one way only, viz., by the transmission of a palpable poisonous matter from the body of the sick person, and applied either immediately to the body of the well person, or through the medium of an object which is notably and directly impregnated with the poisonous matter, as, for example, the body clothes or the bed-clothes of the sick. The itch, several forms of porrigo, gonorrhoea, syphilis, and hydrophobia are of this class. The all but universal belief is that it requires the actual application of a palpable poison to the skin (which in some instances must be abraded or without its cuticle) of a healthy person for the contagious propagation of any one of these diseases. The idea of an atmospheric dissemination of their poisonous matter is scarcely recognised in the present day, although in former times this idea was entertained in reference to one at least of the class, as mentioned in Dr. Simpson's paper on Syphilis.
A curious question here presents itself to our consideration. villages along the road ; and again, no more fitting receptacle for the reproduction of the poison can be found than the between-decks of an emigrant or transport ship, or of a crowded man-of-war. As to the risk of the subsequent extension of cholera in a locality into which it has been directly introduced by the arrival of persons actually sick with it, this seems to depend altogether upon the circumstance of the disease, in a more or less developed form, existing or not at the time in the locality or in its immediate neighbourhood. If the disease have already indicated its actual presence or immediate advent, the arrival of the sick has appeared to accelerate the epidemic explosion; if otherwise, and the locality and surrounding district be healthy, the disease almost invariably dies out at once with the imported sick, with the addition, perhaps, of one or two fresh cases at the most among their immediate attendants.
In the vast majority of the outbreaks of cholera?and this remark applies not to one country only, but to the wide world ?observation has failed to trace any discoverable connection between their occurrence and the arrival of persons already infected; and we are therefore forced to the conclusion that there must be other modes of the transmission of the poison from place to place, and region to region, independently of personal or any other palpable and obvious conveyance. I think, that contagion alone is rarely, if ever, the cause of epidemicity or tendency to epidemic diffusion, but that epidemicity is always a great promoter of contagious activity. As to the whole subject, which I have thus slightly sketched, it must be obvious that it stands in need of being examined with far greater accuracy than it has yet received from the medical profession generally. Well observed facts and histories are much wanted; and, not less than this, a habit of severe logical induction from such facts and histories, without regard to speculation or doctrine.
